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FOREWORD

he publication of Bird Species of Special

Concern: A Ranked Assessment of Species,
Subspecies, and Distinct Populations of Birds of
Immediate Conservation Concern in California
marks the culmination of a synergistic collabora-
tion among California’s top field and museum
ornithologists, wildlife biologists, and conserva-
tionists to produce a definitive treatment of the
status of declining and vulnerable bird popula-
tions in California. Since 1978, when the Western
Field Ornithologists’ J. V. Remsen Jr. prepared
the first report on bird species of special concern
for the Department of Fish and Game, informa-
tion on the state’s bird populations has expanded
exponentially. The current project grew out of
recognition by the Department and its partners
of the pressing need for a rigorous and compre-
hensive evaluation of this recent information. We
offer this volume as a product of success in achiev-
ing that vision and believe it sets a new standard
for assessing the status of bird populations in
California.

Through commitment to technical excellence,
this volume ties together the threads of bird
conservation in California by capturing elements
of the most important current bird conserva-
tion initiatives. From the habitat-based California
Partners in Flight bird conservation plans to the
fundamental baseline bird population studies con-
ducted by the Department and its partners, Bird
Species of Special Concern combines the best of our
collective knowledge and stands as a testament to
the enormous potential of collaboration.

In producing this monograph, the Department
worked closely with PRBO Conservation Science
and Western Field Ornithologists. This project
would not have been completed, however, with-
out the extraordinary dedication and participation
of California’s ornithological and birding com-
munities.

The Department remains committed to a
continued investment in population assessment
and adaptive management as tools for effective
conservation of the state’s bird populations. Bird
Species of Special Concern will focus these efforts
on the varied, ongoing challenges facing at-risk
birds and their habitats.

John McCamman
Acting Director
California Department of

Fish and Game

Western Field Ornithologists is proud to unveil
the first volume of its new monograph series,
Studies of Western Birds, particularly with a work
dedicated to the conservation of at-risk birds
within California. We hope that this will stimulate
other comparable works on at-risk birds elsewhere
or additional lengthy treatises on any aspect of
field ornithology within the region of interest
of the organization—the Rocky Mountain and
Pacific states and provinces, including Alaska and
Hawaii, western Texas, northwestern Mexico, and
the northeastern Pacific Ocean. Western Field
Ornithologists strives for excellence in its publi-
cations. Of primary concern is the advancement
of the long tradition of field ornithology in this
region, both for pursuit of scientific understand-
ing and to promote conservation of the region’s
varied and stimulating avifauna. Such efforts,
including the present publication, are possible
only with the participation of our membership,
readership, and many partners. We invite you
to join us and we seek your insights and help to
further these goals.

David Krueper
President
Western Field Ornithologists



STUDIES OF WESTERN BIRDS

No. 1

PREFACE

he system used in this volume to rank the

conservation needs of at-risk birds—Bird
Species of Special Concern—in California is new for
the state but builds on an impressive foundation
of prior ranking schemes developed elsewhere in
North America and the world. The diversity of
such systems reflects not only the varying needs
and scales for which they were devised but also the
difficulty of crafting a system that will be univer-
sally accepted for any particular purpose. Just as
gut-level impressions of what constitutes an at-risk
bird in need of immediate conservation action can
vary widely among knowledgeable biologists, so
too can opinions of what elements are desirable in
an objective ranking scheme meant to reduce the
biases inherent in a purely subjective assessment
of conservation need and priority. The present
system, unlike most, supports the rankings by
the inclusion of thorough species accounts for all
birds on the ranked special concern list. Although
the decision to include these accounts greatly
lengthened the time required to prepare this
document, we judge the extra effort well worth
it, both to document the state of, and limits to,
current knowledge relevant to the conservation of
at-risk birds and to provide guidance in manage-
ment, research, and monitoring that will enable
effective actions beneficial to these birds and their
habitats.

Serving as the technical editors of this vol-
ume has been a humbling experience on many
levels. The knowledge contributed to this pro-
cess by a technical advisory committee of our
peers, dedicated managers and technical experts at
California Department of Fish and Game, authors
of species accounts, and a wide array of field,
quantitative, and conservation biologists who
provided unpublished information, insights, and
thoughtful reviews has been deep and impressive,
strengthening this document far beyond what
our own capabilities would allow. Conversely, we

vi

have been struck by how limited our collective
knowledge is for many at-risk birds in California,
reflecting their biological characteristics—such
as patchy distributions, occurrence in low densi-
ties, naturally fluctuating populations, or cryptic
behaviors—and the limited resources allocated for
their study or conservation.

During the course of the preparation of this
document, climate change has become a house-
hold word and the dominant conservation issue
discussed in the media. Although the present
volume acknowledges the importance of the long-
term effects of climate change on birds, it focuses
rather on the short- and medium-term threats to
birds, particularly habitat loss and degradation
as the direct result of human endeavors. Such
activities will continue to have readily visible
and cumulatively enormous effects on many bird
populations. To varying degrees, the predicted
indirect effects of progressive climate change will
further complicate and exacerbate matters.

Despite declining populations and continuing
threats to many at-risk birds, there is cause for
cautious optimism in the many new habitat- or
taxonomic-based conservation initiatives for birds
that have begun or expanded their reach in the
last decade. In concert with these efforts, lists of
at-risk species can be powerful drivers of conserva-
tion, especially when restoration and management
measures take a species-to-ecosystem approach,
the one typically championed by these newer
initiatives. We hope this volume will support and
inspire bold measures of conservation for at-risk
birds and for others now less threatened so they
will not one day too receive the dodoesque dis-
tinction of being of special concern in California.

W. David Shuford
Thomas Gardali

Inverness, California
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